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Transformed Gardens.
The trompe-l’œil scenery of the Versailles festivals
(1664-1674)​[1]​
Marie-Claude Canova-Green, Goldsmiths, University of London

Tout le monde a ouï parler des merveilles de cette fête, des palais devenus jardins, et des jardins devenus palais.​[2]​
Everybody has heard of the marvels of this festival, of palaces transformed into gardens, and gardens into palaces.
The lavish festivals given at Versailles by Louis XIV in the spring and summer of 1664, 1668, and 1674 were an ideal opportunity not only to demonstrate his magnificence, but also to display the beauty of the gardens designed by André Le Nôtre. Carriage rides in the petit parc were arranged so that the guests could admire the parterres and the ingenious forms the water took as it gushed out of the many fountains. At night, both the palace and the gardens were illuminated and splendid fireworks were set off over the grand canal and other reflecting pools. Bosquets were converted into ballrooms, concert halls, or open-air theatres that attempted to blend in with the shrubbery, or whose trompe-l’œil sets led to the confusion between artifice and reality.​[3]​ Some of the decors opened onto the outside space, allowing a glimpse of the royal palace in the distance, or revealing the surrounding gardens in such a way that they seemed to be a continuation of the stage set. Elsewhere, the scene was an exact copy of the latest garden embellishments, which also left the audience in doubt as to what was painted decor or real landscape.
The actual or symbolic opening of the sets onto the landscape of elaborate gardens surrounding the open-air theatre not only disclosed a world of natural beauty that was identical to the one represented on stage and with which the spectators were familiar, it also revealed that the space around the theatre was a space controlled and shaped by the royal will and imagination in the same way as the illusionistic scenery on stage showed the designer’s ability to shape matter.​[4]​ In other words, the image of the royal palace and gardens that was offered to the spectators whether on stage or off stage was the image of an enchanted world in which nature and culture combined for the greater glory of a monarch whose every action was said to be a miracle or an illusion. It was also the image of a mythical world, be it Arcadia or the Vale of Tempe in ancient Greece,​[5]​ revisited within the space of a festival and superimposed on the world of everyday courtly intrigue and manoeuvring.

First attempts: Fontainebleau and Le Ballet des saisons (1661)
As early as 23 July 1661, the poet Isaac de Benserade and Carlo Vigarani, the Italian architect and stage designer in charge of Louis XIV’s court entertainments, devised a ‘apareil si nouveau’ [a very novel machine] for the performance of the Ballet des saisons at Fontainebleau. Madame de La Fayette expressed her admiration in her Memoirs:
L’on répétoit alors à Fontainebleau un Ballet, que le Roi et Madame dancerent, et qui fut le plus agreable qui ait jamais été, soit par le lieu où il se dançoit, qui étoit le bord de l’étang, ou par l’invention qu’on avoit trouvée, de faire venir du bout d’une Allée le Theâtre tout entier, chargé d’une infinité de personnes, et qui faisoient une Entrée, en dansant devant le theâtre.​[6]​
At the time, they were rehearsing a ballet at Fontainebleau, in which the King and Madame [Henriette d’Angleterre, Duchesse d’Orléans] took part and which was the most pleasant ever danced, both because of its location by the lake, and because they had found the means to bring the whole theatre from the far end of an allée, carrying a large number of performers, who alighted and danced their entry in front of it.
The natural setting for this al fresco production had not only provided the idea for the decoration of the stage, it had also provided the general theme of the evening entertainment. As the Argument explains, ‘[l]e sujet de ce Ballet est tiré du lieu où il se danse’ [the subject of the ballet is drawn from the location where it is danced].​[7]​ As the seasons came and went during the course of the ballet, each with its own specific pleasures and occupations, the set changed, successively representing a wooded landscape with cascading waters, a garden adorned with parterres of flowers, wheat fields with harvesters, vineyards and grape-pickers, a winter scene, and finally another delightful garden to mark the definitive return of spring.
In a way, the Ballet des saisons inaugurated the royal open-air festival with its blurring of distinctions between illusion and reality and, above all, the mutation of the festive royal space into a mythical land where courtiers were offered the innocent pleasures of galant love and lavish entertainments under the aegis of the all-powerful monarch. As Volker Kapp remarks, ‘in staging the pleasure civilization in which they participated because they belonged to the king’s sphere’, the ballet was the tangible manifestation of the new political order being established; it also represented ‘the fulfilment of that promised happiness’.​[8]​ Once they had been excluded from political decision-making by Louis XIV, who built on his father’s policy of extending absolute rule and preferred to rely on trusted hommes de robe, a life of leisure and pleasure was all that noble courtiers could hope for.

Les Plaisirs de l’île enchantée (1664)
Together with the dramatist Molière, Vigarani was responsible for the al fresco dramatic productions given in théâtres de verdure at the 1664 and 1668 Versailles festivals. These plays included a number of pastoral interludes that mirrored the surrounding location. Indeed, the Italian decorator seems to have gone to great lengths to confuse illusion and reality in their settings, notably by using one of the garden allées leading to the palace instead of a painted backcloth to close the perspective on at least one occasion. It goes without saying that he might have made use of the natural setting for purely practical reasons. But doing so also enabled him to remind the monarch (and the court audience) of the extensive and costly redevelopment of the royal park and gardens and thus pay homage to Louis XIV’s transforming power over nature.
For the production of La Princesse d’Elide on 8 May 1664, on the second day of the festival known as Les Plaisirs de l’île enchantée, a temporary structure was erected in the middle of the narrow Allée Royale leading from the palace to the Rondeau des Cygnes (soon to become the Bassin d’Apollon).​[9]​ This structure was hung around with tapestries to prevent the wind from blowing out the hundreds of candles that lit the stage. To give the impression of an absence of separation between the stage and the auditorium, leafy trees were painted on the inside of the side panels delimiting the hall to resemble the ones painted on the four pairs of parallel flats that composed the set.​[10]​ Spectators were also painted sitting in the trees with their heads turned towards the stage and the actors. Even the proscenium arch was covered in foliage. Judging from the engraving by Israël Silvestre for La Princesse d’Élide (FIGURE 1), Vigarani had also endeavoured to blur the distinction between the decor and the surrounding location by using a painted backcloth with a prospect of a palace and an allée lined with perfectly clipped hedges to give the impression that the rear of the stage, beyond the disproportionately tall trees painted on the flats, was open. To add to the illusion, the zone beyond the lit proscenium where the comedy takes place has also been shaded on the engraving so as to suggest a difference between the sloping boards of the stage and the sand or gravel of the Allée and to make it look as though a raised platform had been erected right across the Allée to serve as a stage for the comedy.
This engraving has led a number of scholars to assume wrongly that the rear of the stage was indeed open,​[11]​ thus allowing the spectators to see the perspective of the Allée Royale with a palace into the distance. Some have argued that the palace was the royal palace itself, which, in 1664, was still the modest pavillon de chasse built in 1623 for Louis XIII.​[12]​ The references in the play to the palais of the Prince d’Ithaque, the eponymous heroine’s father, and the mirror effects between comedy and reality would seem to support such an interpretation. However, even if the rear of the stage had been open, it would have been unlikely that Vigarani would have arranged the perspective so that the spectators would be looking upwards towards the royal palace. Moreover contemporary accounts seem to suggest that the spectators were facing away from the palace and towards the Rondeau des Cygnes, where the next day entertainment, known as Le Palais d’Alcine, took place at the bottom of the Allée Royale.​[13]​ As a result other scholars have argued that the palace closing the perspective on the engraving was in fact the temporary structure erected in the middle of the Rondeau for this entertainment, which included a ballet as well as a firework display.​[14]​ The two palaces are quite similar, although Silvestre has not represented the two smaller islands that frame the island on which Alcine’s palace was built (as shown on another of his engravings, FIGURE 2).​[15]​ The text of the official festival book lends credence to this hypothesis:
Lorsque la nuit du second jour fut venue, Leurs Majestés se rendirent dans un autre rond environné de palissades comme le premier, et sur la même ligne, s’avançant toujours vers le Lac, où l’on feignait que le Palais d’Alcine était bâti.​[16]​
On the second day, when night came, Their Majesties went to another rond, which, like the first one, was surrounded with a fence. It was situated on the same axis but closer to the lake where Alcine’s palace was supposed to have been built.
However this confronts us with a problem. We know from the account given in the Gazette that Alcine’ s palace was hidden from view until the evening of 9 May and that, only once the spectators were seated,
[à] l’instant, par un admirable artifice, le Rocher se séparant aux deux bords de l’Isle, laissa voir ce Palais qui surprit également les Spectateurs par sa magnifique structure, & par l’élévation qui s’en fit, à mesure que le Rocher s’ouvroit, jusques à la hauteur de 25 pieds, s’élargissant, aussi, à proportion, jusques à 30.​[17]​
All of a sudden, by an ingenious device, the rock split in two and revealed a palace which surprised the spectators by its magnificent structure and by the way it grew taller and wider as the rock opened, eventually reaching a height of 25 feet and a width of 30 feet.
If the palace had been visible (and also lit) the day before, that is during the performance of La Princesse d’Élide, there would have no surprise the next day, no sudden revelation of what was obviously meant to be one of the highlights of the evening. The spectators would have experienced no wonder, no astonishment, in spite of the fact that the search for the maraviglia was at the heart of Louis XIV’s festive aesthetics.​[18]​ In other words, the palace seen on the first engraving cannot be Alcine’s palace.​[19]​
	All the evidence seems to point to the fact that the stage was not open at the rear between the side flats. Instead the gap was filled by a perspective backcloth. So why is Silvestre at pains to suggest the opposite? Was it to place the evening’s entertainment under the aegis of the monarch (seen seated in the foreground) and to locate the dramatic action in a space expressing and visibly circumscribed by the royal domain? The palace and trees were painted on canvas, but it was essential that the engraved record of the performance showcased the commanding presence of the monarch.​[20]​ In the same way, the third-day entertainment of Les Plaisirs de l’île enchantée overemphasized the impression of circularity and concentricity created by the spatial arrangements in order to turn the festive royal space into a closed, protected, utopian world of happiness or, at the very least, pleasure. The engraving by Israël Silvestre (FIGURE 2) not only revealed the presuppositions of the Versailles festivals, it turned the royal domain into an island literally and metaphorically separated from the rest of the country.​[21]​

Le Grand Divertissement Royal (1668)
Vigarani used an even more ingenious set for his and Molière’s production of Les Fêtes de l’Amour et de Bacchus for the Grand Divertissement Royal on 18 July 1668. According to André Félibien, an open-air theatre had been erected on one of the side allées parallel to the Allée Royale, at an intersection with one of the cross-walks, where the Bassin de Saturne now stands:
C’est dans cet endroit de l’allée du Roi que le sieur Vigarani avait disposé le lieu de la comédie. Le théâtre qui avançait un peu dans le carré de la place s’enfonçait de dix toises dans l’allée qui monte vers le château.​[22]​
This is where, in the allée du Roi, Vigarani had set up the stage for the comedy. The theatre, which projected a little into the square at the intersection, was sixty feet deep in the alley going up towards the palace. 
Félibien reported that the king himself had chosen the location as particularly appropriate:
Il leur marqua lui-même les endroits où la disposition naturelle du lieu pouvait par sa beauté naturelle contribuer davantage à leur décoration.​[23]​
He showed them himself those places whose natural beauty would contribute best to their décor
To blend in with the surrounding shrubbery, the theatre had been made to look like an
Edifice d’apparence rustique, qui s’eslevant presque a la hauteur des arbres, & n’ayant pour descoration exterieure que la dépoüille des Forests & des Jardins, effaçoit la Pompe des Palais, & donnoit de l’éclat a des choses simples & champestres.​[24]​
edifice of rustic appearance that, rising almost to the level of the tops of the trees and having no other exterior decoration than what had been stripped from forests and gardens, effaced the pomp of palaces and gave brilliance to rural simplicity.
Its walls inside and out had been covered with leaves as if it too were a bosquet built by Le Nôtre. As for the set itself, which provided the background to both the pastoral and to the comedy written by Molière, it was a trompe-l’œil garden, whose terraces, fountains, and canal not only imitated the layout of the park and gardens, they opened out onto them, to the extent that ‘[the spectators]’eyes were totally fooled, and they thought they were in fact seeing a garden of extraordinary beauty’:​[25]​
A l’entrée de ce jardin, on découvrait deux palissades si ingénieusement moulées qu’elles formaient un ordre d’architecture dont la corniche était soutenue par quatre termes qui représentaient des satyres. [...] [E]t sur les piédestaux de marbre qui soutenaient ces mêmes termes, il y avait de grands vases dorés, aussi remplis de fleurs.
Un peu plus loin paraissaient deux terrasses revêtues de marbre blanc qui environnaient un long canal. [...]
On montait sur ces terrasses par trois degrés et, sur la même ligne où étaient rangés les termes, il y avait, d’un côté et d’autre, une longue allée de grands arbres entre lesquels paraissaient des cabinets d’une architecture rustique. [...]
Le bout du canal le plus proche était bordé de douze jets d’eau qui formaient autant de chandeliers ; et à l’autre extrémité on voyait un superbe édifice en forme de dôme. Il était percé de trois portiques au travers desquels on découvrait une grande étendue de pays.​[26]​
At the entrance to the garden, two fences were ingeniously shaped to look like an order of architecture, whose cornice was supported by four terms representing satyrs [...]. [A]nd on the marble pedestals supporting these terms there were large golden vases, which were also filled with flowers.
A little further away two terraces covered with white marble could be seen on either side of a long canal.
These terraces could be reached by three steps and on each side, on a level with the row of terms, there was a long walk planted with trees, between which rustic looking arbours could be seen.
At the end of the canal closest to the spectators, there were twelve fountains with the water forming candelabra as it gushed out; at the other end was a superb building in the shape of a dome. It had three porticoes through which could be seen vast expanses of landscape.
In other words George Dandin, the al fresco marital farce inserted in the pastoral Les Fêtes de l’Amour et de Bacchus, was performed in a setting which bore no relation to the spatial or social indications given in the text of the comedy. It took place in an ideal space that might have weakened the effect of reality of its plot, but that established a link with the actual location of the theatre and ensured the continuity between the comedy and the wider festival. For, in its smaller space, the decor replicated the larger spaces inhabited by the court. It used the same materials (marble, bronze), the same decorative elements (flowers, trees, fountains), the same architectural features (terraces, allées, canal). It set an illusionistic garden within a true garden that it resembled.​[27]​ In other words, it turned the scenic space into ‘a kind of hall of mirrors, where there was little difference between the actual and the virtual’.​[28]​
I would also argue that the emphasis on water features, fountains, pools, basins and the like, together with the view of terraces going down towards a canal, were a way to pay homage to the recent developments ordered by the King to improve the water supply to the palace gardens. The many fountains with their spectacular grandes eaux had been made possible by the completion of the pumping machine and the Tour d’eau in 1665. The canal (the first one to be dug in Versailles) was an even more recent addition to the marvels of the gardens since its construction had only just begun.​[29]​ In fact the King’s instructions to the stage designer had been quite specific. Vigarani had been instructed,
parce que l’un des plus beaux ornements de cette maison est la quantité des eaux que l’art y a conduites malgré la nature qui les lui avait refusées, [...] de s’en servir le plus qu’il pourrait à l’embellissement de ces lieux.​[30]​
because one of the best ornaments of this house is the abundance of the waters that art has brought here in spite of nature which had denied them, [...] to use them as much as possible for  the embellishment of the location.
Similarly the engraver’s insistence on trees and bosquets, often represented larger than life (as in Silvestre’s engraving for La Princesse d’Elide), were a way to showcase Le Nôtre’s achievements as well as to emphasize their importance as a resource for the country, since trees provided the timber necessary for shipbuilding and military fortifications.​[31]​ The exaggerated size of the trees was a way to project into the future and to show them as they would look like once they had reached their maturity, although in some cases fully-grown trees had even been transplanted to give an immediate effect.​[32]​ In other words, official engravings, whether of the Versailles festivals or of the palace gardens, always represented the latter in an imagined state of completion and perfection. They showed the elements yielding to the will of the monarch; nature was disciplined as if by a miracle.
	The production of Les Fêtes de l’Amour et de Bacchus also gave Vigarani the chance to replicate the kind of temporary structure and sets that had elicited the admiration of the court in previous years. A théâtre de verdure decorated with ‘un nombre infiny de Fontaines, de Jets d’eau, & de Cascades’ [an infinite number of fountains, jets of water and cascades]​[33]​ was erected for the al fresco production of the Ballet des saisons at Fontainebleau on 23 July 1661. Another théâtre de verdure was built for the performance of Mme de Villedieu’s Le Favori at Versailles on 13 June 1665, in exactly the same spot where La Princesse d’Elide had been given the year before:
Dans un aimable bois dont les sombres allées,
Pour les rayons du jour semblent être voilées,
Dans un endroit bordé, de rameaux toûjours vers,
Où viennent aboutir quatre sentiers divers.
Au sortir d’un parterre, Ouvert & magnifique,
Fut trassé le dessein d’un Theâtre rustique,
Où se montroit aux yeux, comme en éloignement,
De mille chûtes d’eau, le liquide ornement.​[34]​
In a pleasant wood whose dark allées
Seem shielded from the rays of the sun,
In a place lined with evergreen boughs,
Where four different paths converge,
At the end of an open and magnificent parterre,
A rustic looking theatre was designed,
Which revealed, as if in the distance,
The liquid ornament of a thousand cascades.
	The decor used for Les Fêtes de l’Amour et de Bacchus not only offered a glimpse of the real palace gardens, it cited and even overemphasized the features in them which helped to construct a particular image of the King and the King’s space. It was shown to belong to a world of otium and pleasure, whose existence was guaranteed by the restoration of the peace in Europe.​[35]​ In the same way, La Princesse d’Elide in May 1664 had encouraged a correspondence, if not a complete identification between the fictional site and the actual site of Versailles, between the mythical Arcadia where the dramatic action was supposed to take place and the new Arcadia represented by the royal gardens with their groves, turf, and murmuring waters, a modern-day locus amoenus given over to the pleasures of love and galanterie.
Hence the surprise the spectators must have felt at the last scene change of Les Fêtes de l’Amour et de Bacchus in July 1668. The new set revealed a landscape gone wild, with trees and large rocks, as if Versailles had reverted to its original state, to what it used to look like before the transformations of the gardens by Le Nôtre (FIGURE 3)​[36]​:
Ici, la décoration du théâtre se trouve changée en un instant et l’on ne peut comprendre comment tant de véritables jets d’eau ne paraissent plus ni par quel artifice, au lieu de ces cabinets et de ces allées, on ne découvre sur le théâtre que de grandes roches entremêlées d’arbres, où l’on voit plusieurs bergers qui chantent et qui jouent de toutes sortes d’instruments.​[37]​
Now the scene changed in an instant and one could not understand how so many real fountains could no longer be seen, nor by what ingenious device arbours and walks were replaced by great rocks interspersed with trees, amidst which many shepherds could be seen singing and playing all sorts of instruments.
It was as if the landscape had changed to mimic the mood and behaviour of Bacchus and his unruly followers, who came onto the stage to oppose the shepherds and the shepherdesses, devotees of the god of Love, and end the evening’s entertainment on a more raucous note. As such it contrasted vividly with the harmoniously laid out auditorium and its public hierarchically seated around the King, whose plumed hat seems to centre the decor on Le Pautre’s engraving of the production (FIGURE 3).

Les Grands Divertissements de Versailles (1674)
Vigarani was to design another set for the performance of the operatic version of Les Fêtes de l’Amour et de Bacchus​[38]​ on the fourth day of the third and last Versailles festival, known as Les Grands Divertissements de Versailles, on 28 July 1674. This time the performance took place in a temporary theatre at the top of the Allée du Dragon, close to the Tour d’Eau. According to the description published by Félibien, there were no longer distant prospects, with the view stretching as far back as the horizon, instead the set revealed a garden symmetrically designed:
Au-delà de cette face paraissait un jardin fort délicieux; il était disposé par grandes allées bordées de part et d’autre de palissades d’arbres verts, industrieusement taillés en diverses manières. Plusieurs figures représentant des termes portaient des consoles et des corniches taillées dans les palissades mêmes. Et entre ces termes, il y avait des bassins de fontaines d’où sortait de l’eau.​[39]​
A delightful garden could be seen beyond the proscenium arch; it was divided by wide allées which were lined with palissade hedges of green trees, painstakingly clipped in different ways. Several figures representing terms supported consoles and cornices cut out of the hedges. Between these terms were pools with fountains of gushing water.
The set used for the last intermède also showed some differences. The scene was now markedly pastoral and revealed a succession of ‘portiques de verdure’​[40]​ [arches of foliage] ornamented with grapes and vine leaves, which could be seen receding into the distance. Seated shepherds played music. However it seems that on this occasion Vigarani had to make do with flats and backcloths rather than try and integrate elements of the natural setting as he had done in July 1668.
	The set used for the posthumous production of Molière’s Le Malade imaginaire on 19 July 1774,​[41]​ on the third day of Les Grands Divertissements, raises some interesting issues. A temporary stage had been constructed outside the Grotte de Thétis, whose façade showed a blazing sun and whose normally closed grilles were open to reveal the interior and the three Apollo groups (FIGURE 4):
L’aspect de la Grotte servait de fond à ce théâtre élevé de deux pieds et demi de terre. Le frontispice était une grande corniche architravée, soutenue aux deux extrémités par deux massifs avec des ornements rustiques et semblables à ceux qui paraissaient au-dehors de la Grotte. Dans chaque massif, il y avait deux niches où, sur des piédestaux, on voyait deux figures représentant, d’un côté Hercule tenant sa massue et terrassant l’Hydre et, de l’autre côté, Apollon appuyé sur son arc et foulant aux pieds le serpent Python.
Au-dessus de la corniche s’élevait un fronton dont le tympan était rempli des armes du roi.
Sept grands lustres pendaient sur le devant du théâtre qui était avancé au-devant des trois portes de la Grotte. Les côtés étaient ornés d’une agréable feuillée. Mais au travers des portes où le théâtre continuait de s’étendre, l’on voyait que la Grotte même lui servait de principale décoration. [...] ​[42]​
The view of the Grotto served as a backdrop for the stage, which was raised by two and a half feet above the ground. The proscenium arch was a large corniced architrave that was supported on each side by a pillar with a rustic decoration, similar to those seen on the outside of the Grotto. In each pillar there was a niche for a statue on a pedestal: one represented Hercules with his club felling the Hydra, the other Apollo leaning on his bow and trampling Python underfoot.
The cornice was topped by a pediment whose tympanum bore the arms of the king. Seven great chandeliers hung above the apron of the stage which jutted out in front of the three entrances to the Grotto. The sides were pleasantly decorated with foliage. But through the entrances one could see that the stage extended well into the Grotto and that the Grotto itself was used as the main decor.
According to the stage directions, the scene was ‘un Lieu Champêtre [...] fort agréable’ [a very pleasant rural setting]​[43]​ and as such was reminiscent of previous decors also symbolic of an idealized representation of the French court. With its arrangements of rocks and sea-shells, its cascading waters and the (artificial) chirping of birds which could be heard once inside, the decoration of the grotto added a pastoral note to the obvious solar symbolism of the statuary. This was in keeping with the implications of the prologue,​[44]​ which featured a musical contest between two groups of shepherds, presided over by a number of pastoral deities, and celebrated the latest victories of Louis XIV, hailed not only as an invincible conqueror but also as a peace-maker, the protector of the arts and the sciences.
	The original proscenium arch devised by Vigarani for the production of Le Malade imaginaire​[45]​ used decorative motifs inspired by the grotto as if, yet again, the stage decorator had tried to blur the distinctions between natural setting and artificial decor. Trees had been planted on either side (later replaced by painted flats), in front of which potted orange trees stood on pedestal tables, lined up like side wings so as to form a perspective. Orange trees had become something of a status symbol at the time and their presence on stage served to reveal the wealth and the taste of their royal owner But they also gestured towards the orange trees that had been used on 17 August 1661 for the magnificent entertainment given to Louis XIV at Vaux-le-Vicomte by the now disgraced Surintendant des finances, Nicolas Foucquet.​[46]​ In fact the day after Foucquet’s fall, Louis XIV had proceeded to pillage Vaux, taking statues and young trees from the garden and, in particular, transferring all the orange trees to the orangery he built at Versailles. Perhaps the orange trees of the set served to remind the spectators of the dangers of trying to outdo the King in magnificence as the Surintendant had found out to his cost.
However, the perspective was here, so to speak, reversed. The audience no longer looked in from the auditorium through a proscenium arch at a painted perspective scenery. Instead, from the entrance to the grotto where they performed, the actors now gazed into the distance at the perspective of the royal park through Vigarani’s elaborate proscenium arch. What they saw was a natural landscape made to look
[…] comme autant de riches Tableaux, où la Nature elle-mesme represente dans une perspective admirable, le parc & les collines qui l’environnent​[47]​,
[...] like so many rich tableaux, in which Nature itself represents in an admirable perspective the park and surrounding hills,
and dotted with many fountains and marble statues. It too was a constructed theatrical space in which the comedy of court life was played under the gaze of spectators. Moreover the layout of the auditorium, with its spectators seated on the tiers of the amphitheatre and in the parterre, as shown on Le Pautre’s engraving (FIGURE 4), was reminiscent of the set designed by Vigarani for the sixth intermède of Molière’s Les Amants magnifiques, which had performed for the Divertissement Royal at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, on 4 February 1670. According to the Gazette,
La derniére Décoration étoit une vaste Sale, disposée en maniére d’Amphitéatre, enrichie d’une fort belle Architecture [...]. Cette Sale estoit remplie de Spectateurs peints, vestus à la Grecque, de diverses maniéres.​[48]​
The last set represented a large room, set up like an amphitheatre and magnificently decorated [...]. It was filled up with painted spectators, severally dressed in the Greek fashion.
The spectators seated in the ballroom of the château-vieux at Saint-Germain had been able to see their own mirror-image, albeit in antique garb, reflected back to them in the set.  At Versailles, the auditorium itself became part of the natural set placed in front of the actors.

Trompe-l’œil gardens
The dramatic productions given for the Versailles festivals of 1664, 1668, and 1674 played on the blurring of distinctions between fictional space and actual space. The natural scenery around the théâtres de verdure erected by Vigarani in the palace gardens was not only identical to the one constructed on stage by the decor, it also appeared to extend and even merge with it. As well as being contiguous, both spaces communicated and interpenetrated with each other with the result that the spectators not only saw mirror images of themselves in the plays,​[49]​ they also crossed the boundaries between stage and auditorium to perform in the intermèdes and could - theoretically at least- catch a glimpse of their fellow courtiers strolling in the real gardens outside, as suggested by Silvestre’s engraving for the second day of Les Plaisirs de l’île enchantée (FIGURE 1).
The engraving also suggests that, like the play they were watching, the gardens were incomplete without an audience. Just as their representation on stage was meant to dazzle the spectators, the real-life gardens were a delight for the eye. The small groups of people represented in the background, strolling or conversing,​[50]​ were a mise en abyme of their own experience of the gardens. Like them, the many noble guests who had gathered for the festivals had been called upon to admire the realisations of Le Nôtre and to participate in their theatricality. The gardens at Versailles were manifestly for show, but as Michel Conan remarks,​[51]​ they became an instrument of royal propaganda that created a model of purely visual appreciation of the gardens as the physical expression of their owner’s magnificence.
Moreover the royal gardens turned out to be just as artificial as the ones that were painted on the stage sets devised by Vigarani or Torelli for that matter. With their vistas, terraces, allées, and rows of clipped trees, they used the rules of geometry, optics and perspective to maximum effect to beguile the eye of the visitor. Like the gardens at Vaux-le-Vicomte, also designed by Le Nôtre, which derived ‘much of their strength and originality from an interplay of levels that create[d] shifting perceptions and suddenly reveal[ed] unseen parts,​[52]​ the gardens at Versailles had become a spectacle controlled by artifice, where the visitor’s perception of reality was continually transformed by optical illusions, similar to the tricks of the eye in illusionistic theatre. With their sweeping expanses of terrace and monumental vistas alternating with enclosed bosquets and secluded arbours, their manipulation of the principle of perspective,​[53]​ their well-hidden surprises and sudden revelations, and the variety of their water effects, the natural settings of the festivals were, just like Vigarani’s stage, the realm of trompe-l’œil. They too were a decor which demonstrated the power of human intelligence over appearances, the ability of the human will to shape nature. But they were also an ‘enchanted’ world where the enchantment precisely ‘r[o]se from the illusion that art and nature [could] not be distinguished’.​[54]​
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CAPTIONS

FIGURE 1. Israel Silvestre, ‘Theatre fait dans la mesme allée, sur lequel la Comédie, et le Ballet de la Princesse d’Elide furent representez’, Les Plaisirs de l’Isle enchantée, Seconde Journée (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1673) (British Library, 562*g. 25(1)). Reproduced by kind permission

FIGURE 2. Israel Silvestre, ‘Theatre dressé au milieu du grand Estang representant l’Isle d’Alcine’, Les Plaisirs de l’Isle enchantée, Troisiesme Journée (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1673) (British Library, 562*g. 25(1)). Reproduced by kind permission

FIGURE 3. Jean Le Pautre, ‘Les Festes de l’Amour et de Bacchus, Comedie en Musique representée dans le petit Parc de Versailles, Relation de la Feste de Versailles (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1679) British (Library 562*g. 25(2)). Reproduced by kind permission

FIGURE 4. Jean Le Pautre, ‘Le Malade imaginaire, Comedie representée dans le Jardin de Versailles devant la Grotte’, Les Divertissemens de Versailles (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1676) (British Library, 562*g. 25(3)). Reproduced by kind permission 
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